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What is the quality of 
the hardwood resource? 

Wood becomes a fashion statement 



By Bob Rhodes, Publisher 
brhodes@randallpub.com 



Our own contributing editor Frjbd Lamb, 
professor emeritus of the Department of Wood 
Science at Virginia Tech, says in many regions we 
now are harvesting younger, smaller diameter 
trees that are growing on poorer sites with lower 
intrinsic wood quality and greater variability. 

"By quality I do not mean lumber grades, but 
rather intrinsic Wood quality as related to industrial 
processing" explains Lamb in a conversation with 
Modem Woodworking. *^Tlns is the quality that dic- 
tates how the wood will dry, machine, gjue, fasten 
and finish as well ais other processing {factors such as 
warpi shrinkage, grain.characteristics and' color" . 

From the viewpoint of industrial processing 
and manufacturing, Lamb believes the primary 
issue is timber quality, and then to a lesser extent, 
timber availabihty. He says we know how to grow 
and manage forests, and the forest community 
does it well. The issue is how much will we be 
able to harvest and where? How much of this vol- 
ume that we are growing will we be able to use? 
"Unfortunately, this is as much a political and 
social issue as it is a biological and technical one," 
says Lamb. "How much of that volume growing 
will be avaOable for cominercial harvesting?" 

Lamb says wood being processed today in 
manufacturing plants is more check-prone, more 
warp-prone, more stain prone, more prone to 
machining defects and is less forgiving of process- 
ing mistakes. "On top of all that," he continues, 
"toda/s wood also is more variable than in the 
past both within individual species such as hard 
maple or cherry and especially within species 
groups such as the red oaks or the white oaks. You 
have to pay more attention to it than before. Poor- 
er quality also impacts rejection rate, which affects 
cost. In addition to this decrease in intrinsic quali- 
ty and increase in variability,, manufacturing is in 



fact using lower grades of lumber more frequent^ 
than before. It is said jokingly (and not so joking- 
ly) that we now are making furniture and cabinets 
out of wood that would have been in mine. piopss 
timbers or railroad ties 20 years ago." 

Wood will be used more and more for £aishioEi 
reasons rather than functionality, says Lambu 
"There are many materials besides wood that will 
hold iip a dinner plate. As competing materials 
and composites come in, wood will have its great- 
est advantage as 4 fashion statement. Because aS 
conistantly changing styling trends along with a 
poorer quality- 6£ wood, manufacturers will have-- 
to have, flexible manufacturing systems. Manufac- 
turers who are locked into traditional kinds off •« 
tooling will find it harder to respond to these 
kinds of changes and still be cost competitive- 
More. CNC equipment, more machining centers 
that are capable of doing multiple kinds of opera- 
tions rather than single machine systenis that caia 
do only one thing will be required. 

If you need to change over to a new produdt 
line because of poorer quality materials or changes 
in styling, wiU you be able to do it cost eflfectively 
with reduced set-up times and more versatOe kinds 
of operations? Or is your manufacturing system so 
rigid in its configuration that your competitor wiB 
be able to make that product for less? 

The challenge of production today is to deSigi^ 
assemble the appropriate technology and operate a . 
manufecturing facility to efficiendy and effectively 
process at a profit an increasmgly lower qualitjir 
and moire variable raw material, says Lamb. This 
means that manufacturing systems must be more 
accurate, more carefully controlled, operated witk 
more attention to detail, and flexible enough ta 
efficiently handle the changing product mix and 
changing raw material quality. SB3 
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